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Desired Absence: A Woman's Perspective
I. Introduction
Gender is a learned identity. . . Gender is structured in social institutions, including work,
families, mass media, and education, and, again, changing gender relations is not just a matter of
changing individual attitudes. Transformation of institutional structures requires change in
consciousness and collective
activism.1
Humans are born either male or female depending on their sexual organs. While
there are specific biological functions connected to those organs, it is society that assigns
distinct, opposite behavioral standards, mores, and roles for each gender. These are
portrayed as outgrowths of biological differences and considered normal. However,
gender roles are socially constructed not biologically determined. My thesis work
DesiredAbsence: A Woman's Perspective explores the themes of gender and violence
using photography and video. The body of work includes two components; a series of
seven silver gelatin mural sized photographs of the human face, and a single channel
video loop. The video depicts a jack
'n'
the box toy juxtaposed with violent scenes from
Hollywood films and Super 8 clips of a passive naked male body. The photographs show
the human face and use selective focus, shaved heads, fragmentation of the face and
body, large scale, and the close-up to explore gender and its relationship to intimacy,
violation, violence, power, and control.
I want to challenge the viewer's ways of seeing and thinking about gender, in
hopes of transforming our society's current beliefs. Gender differences establish
dichotomies which create power dynamics such as good/ bad, masculine/ feminine,
strong/ weak, right/ wrong, possessor/ possessed, and so forth. Experts hypothesize that
women's subordination and the stereotyped nature of gender roles are contributing
factors to violence against women. We, as a society, must change our current beliefs
about gender. Social constructs are fluid and I believe as our understanding of gender
differences is shifted, the definitions of acceptable behavior will change.
I intend my work to be an agent of change. Through it I am suggesting
a new
consciousness, one in which the lines of gender are blurred and contradictions are
redefined to encapsulate malleability. I am suggesting androgyny as a desirable state. I
want to create a way of seeing and thinking that is not restricted to dichotomies but
allows for multiple roles. Violence may remain, it may be our innate human nature, but
hopefully gender specific crimes (such as rape), restrictions, and limitations will be
reduced or eliminated.
Androgyny is important to my work in a two-fold manner. On the one hand,
androgyny can be freeing, but on the other hand it can be hindering. It represents a
1
Margaret L. Andersen, "Conceptualizing Race, Class, and
Gender"
Race, Class, and Gender, ed.
Margaret L. Andeisen and Patricia Hill Collins, Belmont: Wadsworth Publishing Company (1995), 67.
spiritual transcendence to human
limitations.2
The person who is androgynous may feel
free from his/her societal role. They can be either strong or weak. They can dress in a
skirt or wear a suit. They can be a prison guard, auto-mechanic, or nurse. They have a
sense of freedom. However, this inner strength may be overpowered by societal
objections and the androgynous person may not be fully accepted by others.
Since gender roles are reinforced in every aspect of our daily lives3, ambiguity in
gender puts one ill at ease. How do you treat a person when you do not know their
gender? Are they playing for your team or the others? For example, Pat, the
gender-
ambiguous character from Saturday Night Live, was always treated in a questioning
manner. No character was comfortable talking with or being around Pat. They did not
know what questions to ask her/him or how to treat her/him. Also, androgynous
men/women may be harassed by men/women verbally or physically for being different
and not following the rules.
I use androgyny in both ways. I think that any ridicule or ill treatment that may
come from androgyny is necessary for us to see the problems with the current roles.
Ultimately, any pain that comes with androgyny is better than the negatives that gender
2
AndreaWeiss, "A Queer Feeling When I lookAt You: Hollywood stars and lesbian spectatorship in the
1930's,"
Desire, Meaning, andPolitics, 291.
3
Especially since the entertainment and media industries perpetuate stereotypical gender roles (males are
dominant and females are passive), which reinforce what is sexually appealing. Hollywood portrays women
who are very feminine and passive as being more attractive to men. These women win the handsome man,
and capture men's attention in advertisements and movies. Males are shown to be aggressive and violent,
which is portrayed as more attractive to women.
dichotomies create. Androgyny could be the key to unlock gender specific social
restrictions in that it demands that the viewer analyze and question the roles we assume in
our life.
To participate in the transformation of our institutional structures of gender, I use
photography and video to challenge traditional roles. Photography (including the related
mediums of film and video) is a very powerful medium that influences society. It
reinforces the standards for the constructed behaviors that comprise femininity and
masculinity. They also act as signifiers to a person's sexuality. Sexuality indicates one's
sexual preference, with heterosexuality the encouraged sexual behavior. Therefore,
women are encouraged to enact femininity and men masculinity to re-inscribe
heterosexual norms. Advertising photography, in particular, defines beauty and reinforces
our stereotypical gender roles. I started with the conventional understanding of sexuality
and gender in my earlier work (especially third quarter at RIT) and then erased them in
order to create a new one formy thesis. I wanted to make images that released the models
and the viewers from what Jo Spence calls "regulation of
sex." 4
The reality that we have no real control over our bodies terrifies me. So, I use
photography to express my desire for power and control while at the same time revealing
4
Jo Spence, Photography/Politics: Two, London: Comedia Publishing Group (1986), 5. Spence says
"Photography constructs and positions sexuality in the likeness of the beliefs and interests of the
institutions which support it. These require not an absence of sex, but a ruthless regulation of sex. Sexuality
my fear of losing it. I use large-scale images of intimate objects to overwhelm the viewer
and push beyond comfortable limits. Thus, I create a sense of horror and discomfort with
intimacy. Forme, intimacy opens to vulnerability creating a fine line between violence
and sexual pleasure. Therefore, I am driven to create intimate photographs that have a




century, photography played a role in defining social types through a
method of scientific classification. Considered a tool of objective science, the camera was
employed to support the racist theory of
Eugenics.5
It was believed that the head and face
bore the outward signs of inner character, which could be read with the aid of
photography. Scientists illustrated their study of phrenology and
physiognomy6
with
photographic portraits. The body, and in particular, the head and face, became a screen
for the projection of cultural values, not inherent in the body itself. Given the lingering
tradition of projecting culturally specific values onto the body through photography, I




Allan Sekula, 'The Body and The
Archive,"
October, Washington, D. C: TheNational Gallery ofArt
(1986), 18-19. 'The English statistician and founder of eugenics, Francis Galton, invented amethod of
composite portraiture. Galton operated on the periphery of criminology. Nonetheless, his interest in
heredity and racial
'betterment'
led him to join in the search for a biologically determined 'criminal
type."
6
Ibid. 11. Physiognomy analytically isolated the profile of the head and the various anatomic features of
the head and face, assigning characterological significance to each element: forehead, eyes, ears, nose,
chin, etc. Phrenology, which emerged in the first decade of the nineteenth century in the researches of the
Viennese physician Franz JosefGall, sought to discern correspondences between the topography of the
skull and what were thought to be specific localized mental faculties seated within the brain.
attempt to scramble the photographic codes to render them ambiguous. In particular, I use
the close-up and selective focus in the mural prints to confuse the viewer's expectations
of gender identity.
My work also considers the concept ofmasquerade in order to transform the
stereotypes rather than fix them. "Masquerade... constitutes an acknowledgment that it is
femininity itselfwhich is constructed asmaskas the decorative layer which conceals a
non-identity."7
We can dress up our face withmake-up or shave off our hair to create a
different image of our self. Our outward facial appearance is as fluid as our constructed
gender roles. Photographically, an extreme close-up can disguise a person's identity,
working as a form ofmasquerade. How can a scientist use a photograph of a person's
head or face to reveal the person's inner character when masquerade is possible?
With my thesis work, I challenge the viewer to look at the role photography plays
in influencing societies behavior. I propose that androgyny is the key to a freer and safer
society. All ofmy work I refer to in this paper was created at the Rochester Institute of
Technology (RIT). The work is referred to by specific quarters, such as third or first, and
made my first year at RIT, September 1998 throughMay 1999. The thesis work was all
made during my second year at RIT, September 1999 throughAugust 2000.
7
MaryAnn Doane, "Film and TheMasquerade: Theorizing the Female Spectator,"/ys? in Feminist Film
Criticism, ed. Patricia Erens, Bloomington: Indiana University Press (1990), 48.
II. Thesis Section
DesiredAbsence opened September 8, 2000, in the School of PhotographicArt
and Sciences (SPAS) Gallery at RIT. The show has a total of seven mural photographs.
As you (the viewer) approach the gallery you are confronted by the first large
photographic image, which is suspended in air. You have to walk to the right of it to enter
the gallery space proper and see the rest of the imagery. The photograph is tided




and shows just the face; almost none of the neck
or background is included (figure 1). The image is placed in the entrance not only to greet
gallery visitors, but also to draw people into the gallery. It is also there to introduce the
viewer to my work. It is of awoman's face. She is the only female model I used for this
project, (beside myself) and she is the only person in any of the images with a sense of
power. She has a full, complete face. She looks at you as you look at her. She has a full
mouth with to speak, unlike all the other images. She confronts the viewer and becomes a
subject of the viewer's gaze, rather than it's object. The other six photographs are
fragments of the face and thereby stressed as fragments of objects to be studied carefully
by the viewer. Therefore, the full face prepares the viewer for what the other photographs
lack and how the audience should respond.
As you approach the face you begin to see another image beyond it within the










large. From this distance you
can see that it is of a person's cheek and part of their nose (figure 2:A). As you approach
the photograph it becomes more abstracted due to the selective focus and size of the
image. Only a thin vertical segment of the cheek is in focus. The image resembles an
aerial landscape photograph. The gender of the model is unknown.With close inspection
one can determine it is a male due to the visible rough beard stubble.
To the right of this image, on the other wall, are three more photographs. Two of
the three resemble the first photograph of the cheek. The first one on this wall is of an
eyelid, eyebrow, and forehead (figure 2:B). As you approach it, it too becomes more
abstract. Only pores and a few eyebrow hairs are in focus. The second photograph that
resembles the cheek is also of a cheek (figure 2:D). It is the opposite cheek. The under-
eye area of the model is also visible. The focus reveals pores on the cheek. It, too,
becomes more abstract the closer you are to it. The third print is centered between the
first two prints on this wall and is different from the others. This print is vertical like the
entrance face, while all of the photographs have been
horizontal8
and it is a photograph of
an ear and hair (figure 2:C). Hair within the ear and on the neck is in focus.
Then as you turn again to the right, you view the lastwall with two more large
photographs. The one on the right resembles the cheek prints, however, it is of the
forehead, eyebrow, and eyelid (figure 2: F). The eyebrow and eyelid are in focus. The
photograph to the left of this print is vertical and very abstract (figure 2: E). This print
from any distance is abstract. It is of a model's neck. The top of the print is dark. It is of
the chin's shadow. A small portion of the textured skin is in focus. A freckle is visible in
the center of the lower portion of the neck.
All of these large (approximately
40"
x 55") prints represent the main theme of
my thesis work, androgyny. The gender of the subject in each picture is not clearly
marked. To create a sense of androgyny, I employed selective focus, shaved heads,
fragmentation, scale, and the
"close-up."
Each element contributed to the abstraction of
the print, thus the abstraction of themodel's gender. The images are illustrations of
escaping gender. Images created by these very elements can not escape being closely tied
to violation. Finally, the images reveal issues of landscape.
The importance of the selective focus was to highlight faint facial gestures that
represented an emotion or gender characteristic. Pores on the forehead were enlarged, as
they would be seen on amake-up mirror. Tiny beard stubble could be seen as it would on
a shavingmirror (figure2: A). Shiny skin under the eye could represent tracks for tears
(figure 2: D). Hair in the ears could signify the male sex. Skin texture on the neck reveals
nothing about gender, but theAdam's apple in shadow does. Only close observation
reveals this information.
1
There is no significance in the horizontal or vertical stance, it is just stated for visual reference.
Shaving all of the model's heads helped create androgynous characters because
hair is a typical gender signifier. Also, a person's sexuality is put into question (for
others) when conventional gender identifiers are removed or transformed. People display
their sexuality by embracing either masculine or feminine dress and actions (gender
roles). For example, hair length becomes a deciding factor in a woman's enactment of
femininity.
For young women, in general, long hair is encouraged and reinforced as a
desirable characteristic of femininity to signify heterosexuality; as short hair is attributed
to lesbians. By shaving my own head, I erased a gender signifier and putmy sexuality
into question for others. I felt freed frommy feminine gender (restrictive) role. Since
people did not know if I was gay or straight, I felt free to flirt with everyone or no one.
Also, I did not feel like I had to be subordinate to men in conversations and activities,
because my sexuality was unknown. I was no longer a sexual object. As feminist film
criticMolly Haskell notes about Hollywood films, "all androgynous characters... are
complete unto
themselves." 9
1 too, felt complete unto myself. I felt in control ofwhom
was to interact with my body.
Formen, hair length is not as revealing. Mannerism and dress is more important
in revealing their sexuality and gender. But formy purposes, shaving bothmale and
9
Molly Haskell, FromReverence to Rape: Vie TreatmentofWomen in theMovies,
2nd
ed., Chicago: The
University ofChicago Press (1987), 1 13.
10
femalemodels regulated the models. It made them lookmore similar. Photographing only
long hairmodels could have regulated the models as well. I used longer hair in one of the
photographs (figure 2:C), which helped abstract the model's gender. The hair length
could represent male or female. In this photograph the selective focus plays the key role
in identifying the model's gender. The focus is on the ear hair, typically a male trait. I
choose shaved heads over using long hair because it represents my violation of the
model, just as the scale and fragmentation of the images did.
Exposing the head without the protection of hair or hat opens the subject to
vulnerability, both physical and metaphorical. Physically the head becomes assailable,
our most valued organ (the brain) practically exposed. Also, body heat will escape
quicker, making you more susceptible to catching a cold. Metaphorically the shaved
heads signify negative cultural events; for example, Nazi Germany and the present day
Neo- Nazi's (skinheads). These help keep the negative stereotypes alive. The black and
white photographs of the Jewish men and women who were shaved before being killed in
the concentration camps will always sadden me and stay within my psyche. The present
day punks who shave their heads, as a sign of their racism, will always remind me of the
many killed in War World II and the blind hate people can have for one another.
Shaved heads also signify the sick and dying, especially people who are sick with
cancer and are undergoing chemotherapy. Personally, I associate women with shaved
heads with the sickness of insanity. My aunt has untreated schizophrenia and has always
11
kept her head shaved. She is beyond the point of receiving help, which is
heartbreaking.10
However, the reason she keeps her head shaved is so that the
"authorities"
cannot grab
her hair and pull her away to lock her up. She fears losing the only control she has left
over herself, the control of her body. The thought of being locked in a straight jacketwith
no control is terrifying for her. This is why I have always associated shaved heads with
violation; it is the total fear of losing control of yourmind and body.
It was also because of a sickness that I had during the fall ofmy second year at
RTT. I had shingles (a.k.a. herpes zoster, the later stage of the chicken pox virus) on my
head. This was one of the most painful illnesses I have ever had. It hurt when the wind
blew throughmy hair. It felt as if the wind was jabbingmy head with sharp knives. I was
ill for a month. Now that I am recovered, I have lingering pain on my head due to
damaged nerve endings from the virus. The fact that shingles leaves scars made me
curious to see how my scalp looked. I had always wanted to shave my head; this was just
the excuse to execute my desire.
Shavingmy own head was a challenge for all of these reasons and this is why it
felt liberating. I had always wanted to do it, but could not because it was associated to the
negative stereotypes and was unfeminine. So when I did it, I felt strong and not weak. I
10
Schizophrenia can be treated with drugs. However, if not treated quickly after the disease is noticed the
chance of treatment is slight. My family cannot helpmy aunt. She is so paranoid that she will never trust
the medicine, the doctors, her family, or anyone. If she is given the medicine she hides it and later spits it
out. Due to the laws we can not force her to be in a hospital or to take hermedicine. She is homeless.
12
knew what I was doing and what it implied. I did not care what society had to say at that
point. However, my parents were very saddened by it. I had to wait to see them until it
was a little bit longer. It was not just because ofmy aunt, but because both my
fathers'
parents died of cancer. So it was freeing and yet not.
However, the shaved heads were not as obvious in the final photographs as I had
first intended them to be. I began with full-faced shots of men and myself (figure 3).
However, this was not enough. I wondered how I could completely overwhelm the
viewer and stress my feeling of violation. I thought that I could make the photographs of
the full-face wall or billboard size. By enlarging the human face to this scale, and
installing them into a gallery, it would completely overwhelm the viewer.
In order to create the size I wanted I decided to break apart the face and
photograph it in sections. Then after printing, I would piece it back together, either in
panels or sewn together. At this point I wanted to install it, used as a screen, in a gallery
space where I had planned to project the super 8 film which critiqued Hollywood cinema.
However, the fragmentation of the face became more than just a way to make a billboard
size face.
Fragmentation of the face allowed viewers to perceive six differentmodels of
unknown sexes, instead of the two males used. Butmostly, fragmentation further






only have segments of the whole. If I chose to place the face together again, the sex of the
model may have been more obvious.
This fragmentation connected to my earlierwork with my compulsion to piece
everything back together again. I struggled with this formany months. I wanted to put the
face back as a whole, representing the original complete face. Then I realized that it could
not be put together again. The face was destroyed and violated. The individual pieces are
stronger on their own, framed and set apart from their connecting features. The sections
of the face are grotesque and scary. Cutting up and enlarging the human face is unnatural
and this is why negative feelings would be created.
The images I made are saturated by violation. The senses are cut off and
removed. Eyes, nose, and mouth are unseen. Only one sensory mechanism is available,
an ear to listen with. The photograph of the male ear is similar to my first quarter
photograph
"Listen"
(figure 4). Both have the same premise of the female wanting to be
listened to by hermale counter part or aggressor. In the thesis project, the male is forced
to listen. The full female face (figure 1) confronts the viewers and the fragmented male
face. The ear is subordinate to the face. Her face challenges the viewer with a direct and
confident look. The other images are prevented from interaction with the audience. The
models become objects to be studied by the viewer. Themale subject is powerless in the
photographs and becomes a symbol of rape. Themodel's identity is lost, which is what
happens when someone is raped.
14
Figure 4
The most horrible violence that can happen to a subject is usually not physical pain, but violence
that destroys the subject's identity, his or her self-perception. Psychoanalysis teaches us that this
self-perception is structured like a fantasy. The notion of fantasy here is not meant as an illusion,
but as a scenario that helps the subject to mask the lack, the so-called Lacanian real (which can
also be understood as a trauma) that shatters the subject's very being. The most horrible violence
occurs when the subject is touched in his or her inner being, in such away that the story s/he was
telling him or herself no longermakes sense. When the subject's fantasy has thus been destroyed,
he or she may feel like a mere pile of bones, covered by flesh and skin. The subject has lost a
sense of identity and desperately tries to fashion a new story about him or herself that would also
give meaning to the traumatic
event.11
With the help of the previous quote, which came from a critique of Jenny Holzer's work,
my thesis figuratively came together; it was never supposed to actually fit back together
again. Themodel's identity was lost, thus androgynous and violated at the same time. The
broken face became ametaphor for the fragmented self-identity. I had violated the male.
Scale really contributed to the sense of violation. Since the images are close-ups
of the human face there is a sense of intimacy about them. What is more personal and
intimate than a face?When do you ever get this close to a person's face? maybe only
with a lover or a family member. You see your own face this close in the mirror. The
violation was not as drastic with Cynthia as the fragmented thesis prints. Cynthia has a
sense of being on display, to be analyzed by the audience, however themodel's face is
intact and stared straight out at the audience. She confronts and interacts with the
audience more than submits to them. The segmented prints, however, have no other
option than being on display. The intimacy is pushed beyond the comfortable. Privacy is
11
Renata Salecl, "Focus: Cut-and-Dried Bodies, or How toAvoid the Pervert
Trap,"
Jenny Holzer,
London: Phaidon Press Limited (1998), 80-81.
15
lost. You don't study your lover, family, or friend as closely as these images
reveal.12
One
may see your face in amake-up or shavingmirror as such. Thus the thesis images invite
the audience to scrutinize the prints, as you would examine your face while shaving or
putting on make-up.
The scale emphasized the features of the face, especially the pores, hair, and
wrinkles. This reminds me of how a woman is taught to look at herself. "From earliest
childhood she has been taught and persuaded to survey herself
continually."13
Growing
up, my mom would pick on me about the pores on my nose. She would tell me to clean
my face, wearmake-up, and contact lenses so I would be attractive. I never noticed the
pores on my nose and I enjoyed wearing glasses. I did not realize that the pores on my
nose were unattractive until my mom taughtme how to examine my face. The cosmetic
industry relies and thrives on women to continue this behavior, however unhealthy itmay
be. Itmakes so many women unhappy. They are not satisfied with their appearance and
will never be.
By blowing up these segments of the face I am making note of this problem,




Film Theory and Criticism, ed. BeraldMast,Marshall /Cohen, and Leo
Braudy, New York: Oxford University Press (1992), 264. "In the isolated close-up of the film we can see to




JohnBerger, Ways ofSeeing, London: British Broadcasting Corporation (1972), 46.
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to flip the roles and put the male under the viewer's
gaze.14
By placing men in women's
position maybe this scrutiny will stop. The photographs have a microscopic feel, which
further stresses the notion of analysis and further asks the audience to interact with the
subject of the prints. While the intense study of the face also references the theory of
physiognomy and its eugenic under tones, I am using photography to transform
stereotypes rather than fix them. The close-ups also suggest that the human face does not
reveal inner character or hidden human nature with photography. I ask the audience to
push beyond the mere surface elements of the prints and to think further upon androgyny,
gender roles, sexuality, violence, intimacy, power and control within our society.
I want to violate the male and/or overwhelm the viewer to stress the
unhealthiness of gender dichotomies and societal roles. But also, I want to express my
deeply rooted anger that was created by my own negative experiences with men.
Anger. . . translated into action in the service of our vision and our future is a liberating and
strengthening act of clarification, for it is in the painful process of this translation that we identify
who are our allies with whom we have grave differences, and who are our genuine enemies.
u
14
LauraMulvey, "Visual Pleasure and Narrative
Cinema,"
Issues in Feminist Film Criticism, ed. Patricia
Erens, Bloomington: Indiana University Press (1990), 33. Mulvey writes about "the
gaze,"
which I am
referencing with my thesis prints. Mulvey states,"/ a world ordered by sexual imbalance, pleasure in
looking has been split between active/male andpassive/female. The determining male gazeprojects its
fantasy onto thefemalefigure, which is styled accordingly. In their traditional exhibitionist role women are
simultaneously looked at anddisplayed, with their appearance codedfor strong visual and erotic impact so
that they can be said to connote to-be-looked-at-ness. Woman displayed as sexual object is the leitmotifof
erotic spectacle:frompinups to stripe-tease, from Ziegfied toBusby Berkeley, she holds tfie look, plays to
and signifies male desire.
"
15
Audre Lorde, Sister Outsider, Freedom: The Crossing Press (1984), 127.
17
Overall the thesis work has been created for all the reasons I have discussed thus far in
this paper. I truly want to suggest an alternative vision of gender in our society.
Furthermore, the thesis prints resembled aerial photographs due to the abstraction
created by the large scale. This again began with my third quarter work. After I had
enlarged my first portrait, which was my self-portrait (figure 5), I was very excited by the
results. I showed it to many faculty members at RIT and the idea of landscape, especially
its political signification, took hold.
Land and nature have always been associated with the female. Ecofeminists "have
noted thatwomen's oppression and animal exploitation are
interrelated."16
How we treat
our land, animals, and environment is a reflection of how we, as a society, treat each
other, especially women. The abuse ofwomen, destruction of the environment with trash
and toxic gases, and mistreatment of animals speaks to societal values. Deborah Bright
states, "every representation of landscape is also a record of human values and actions
imposed on the land over
time." 17
Thus, we reveal through the landscape and the
treatment of women that our human values do not reside with them instead resides in
economic growth and development, despite the damage it causes. One's face, whether
16
Carol J. Adams, "Ecofeminism: Anima, Animus,
Animal,"
FeministFrontiers III, ed. Laurel Richardson
and Verta Taylor, New York: McGraw-Hill, Inc. (1993), 522.
17
Deborah Bright, Illuminations: Women Writing on Photography from the 1850's to the Present, Durham:
Duke University Press (1996), 334.
18
Figure 5
touched up or not, will reveal the
'beatings'
of life that comes with age regardless of the
'work'
one does andmoney spent to retain its youthful beauty.




obviously looks distorted from a close view. The
texture of the pores, hair, and wrinkles look like textures similar to the land. This was
intensified with the thesis prints. Pores became craters, the beard stubble became rocks,
and wrinkles were valleys. The thesis prints of the fragmented face were all left with
severe cuts on important features. For example, infigure 2: F the eye is cut right under
the open eyelid, leaving the iris and white of the eye out of the picture.
These cuts on the body's surface create a kind of
"landscape"
of the surface, this is, they provide it
with "regions", "zones", capable of erotic significance; they serve as a kind of girding, an uneven
distribution of intensities, or erotic investments in the
body.18
According to Elizabeth Grosz's quote, the face cut up into sections stresses its semblance
to a landscape by creating regions like a map. They can be compared toMarilyn Bridges
and Emmet Gowin's aerial photographs (figure 6). I looked at their work during my
research and creation of the thesis. I was not consciously trying to resemble their work,
but upon reflection I realized their influence on me.
1




However, there is media that directly, consciously, influencedmy thesis, that is
Hollywood Cinema. The second parts ofmy thesis show addressed gender specific
behaviors and Hollywood's possible influence. I made a super 8 film, Jack V the Box,
which I transferred to video. The video is fifteen minutes long and looped for gallery
viewing. The video's theme is also gender, however the focus is on how gender roles and
violence, especially rape, are portrayed in Hollywood films as compared to real life. I
wanted to challenge the roles Hollywood portrayed, especially where male is the
domineering active one while female is
passive.19
So I juxtaposed these Hollywood
images with images of the male body. These images were androgynous. He was filmed
lying passively in bed nude; a position commonly attributed to women in
art.20
The visual idea of the
jack' n'
the box was conceived in January of 1999. 1 was
brainstorming ideas for representing the tension within myself ofwanting to control the
anger I felt towards women's treatment in our society. I felt as if I was a
jack' n'
the box.
I letmy anger build up until I could no longer control it. I would explode, like a bomb or
jack jumping out of his box. However, the jack also represented men's actions and sexual
potency. How aman (or person) can be kind and gentle one moment and then your
19




violent enemy the next. Also, I use the jack
'n'
the box as a metaphor for the penis
becoming erect and ejaculating. Butmostly, the tie between fun and horror the Jack
solidifies which our society encourages captivated me.
The video was set up in the far corner of the gallery; to be viewed after you had
already looked at the main thesis photographs. It begins with three minutes of a jack
'n'
the box being cranked, popping up, and being pushed back inside its box again. The cycle
starts out slow and increases speed and intensity as the time progresses. Then, instead of
the jack popping up a body part pops up, but is quickly closed back into the jack's box.
The jack is slowly interspersed with different body parts, and small clips of three
different Hollywood film clips of violent rape scenes (Death Wish ('74), The Messenger
('99), and Strange Days ('95)). The video demands the
audiences'
undivided attention.
The viewer can miss the cuts between each image if they have a short attention span,
especially since the jolts are seldom in the beginning of the video and very short in
duration.
The video tests the
viewers'
attention spans, emotions, and mind. They are seeing
documented actual behavior, a role reversal of aman in the stereotypical place ofwoman,
juxtaposed with Hollywood's accepted behavior. I want them to question what they are
seeing and hopefully see the connection between all the images. Again, like the
fragmented face it should be an uncomfortable experience to spur thoughts.
21
Film criticMolly Haskell points out that violence is the only thing that can
arouse us today, because we have succumbed to a kind of emotional laziness and
passivity.21
It seems that our society has become passive in censoring the entertainment
industry's video's and movies. Morals are no longer upheld. Violence and sex seem to go
together like two peas in a pod. Therefore, the jack
'n'
the box represents the horror and
pleasure, which Hollywood Cinema also presents. The emotional laziness is what allows
the violence to perpetuate.
I agree with Kalle Lasn, author of Culture Jam, that our (society's) emotional
laziness and passivity is created by the over saturation ofTV, Hollywood films and
media on our psyche. Neil Postman quoted in Culture Jam has summed this problem
perfectly.
... We are swamped by information, have no control over it and do not know what to do with it
And the reason we don't is that we no longer have a coherent conception of ourselves, our
universe and our relation to one another and our world. We do not know where we came from,
where we are going orwhy we are going there. . .our information immune system is inoperable.
M
The information overload is reinforced by what Ivan Pavlov researched in the early
twentieth century, and what Lasn will call the "jolt
theory."
For any stimulus change









Today, most TV programs, especially MTV, are scripted to have the maximum number
ofjolts perminute. For example, the imagery used onMTV is mostly sex and violence.
In a 1995 study on the psychological aspects ofMTV viewing; "the abruptness ofmusic video
cuts tends to have a greater shock effects... and may havemore detrimental influence on the
viewer.
M
According to Lasn, it is possible to have too many jolts. When the jolts exceed a certain
level, the viewer or listener stops thinking and questioning what he/she is hearing or





editing and jump cuts likeMTV videos.
I used these editing techniques with the "jolt
theory"
to create a video that
accentuated the jolts. I wanted to extend the time between each jolt, by showing a lot of
the jack
'n'
box then quickly jolting the flow with other images. The length of time that
the other images had on screen was very short to begin with and slowly grew in length.
The number ofjolts steadily increased as the video progressed. This was done to make
the viewer aware of the jolts and cuts. Hopefully then they will not surrender to the
violence shown or stop thinking. Through the video I ask if it is possible to escape
stereotypical gender roles. Are the individuals in the audience willing to challenge their
own role and rape culture? Or will we all remain emotionally passive to this behavior?
The video is a representation of all ofmy work created at RIT. Our society's
representation of gender and our treatment and reaction to violence, especially to women,
73
is at the core. I continually use self-portraiture to represent where I fit into this
investigation. I used my partner as my model in the video and he is my mirror
(representing me). All ofmy work is a reflection ofmy views and myself. I desire to be
absent from this rape culture, therefore I did not display any self-portraits in my thesis
show, except on my postcards. I decided to show the back ofmy shaved head, because I
refuse to look at the viewer and conform to my gender role. Just as the photographs are
fragmented, the video's male body is fragmented and represents the fragmentation ofmy
life. My persona is shattered as age transforms me from innocent to experienced. I leave
my work fragmented to show the acceptance of the fact that I have no real control over
my
life.26
1 find photographer Jo Spence's quote very helpful in accepting this.
"I have tried not to treatmyself as an object under the microscope, as a sociologist or
anthropologist might, not to pretend with hindsight, that I was always in control ofmy life. Quite







Refer back to Salecl's quote on Jenny Holzer's work in section II,




IV. Thesis and First quarter's work
Why did I choose to show rape scenes from Hollywood films? Because it is a
horrendous crime, which is largely ignored or mostly accepted by the populace and
constantly happening.
Rape is a pervasive fact ofAmerican life, and its incidence is growing dramatically. The most
conservative figures show an 88 percent increase in the rate of forcible rape per 100,000
inhabitants over the past twenty years. There are, at minimum, 105,000 rapes annually in the
United States and perhaps more than 630,000. In the time it took to read these statistics at least
one person has been
raped.28
Rape is an act, which is a perfect example of male aggression and female submission,
which Hollywood perpetuates. Also, I was spurred from a personal experience, but
sparked from the years of built up anger and similar
"her-stories"
told by friends and
family.
29
1 wanted to actively do something in hopes of stopping the crime. I found
photography a powerful tool to use in articulating this problem and forcing people to
think about the issue. I began working on the topic of rape my senior year at the
University of Iowa and my first quarter at RTT was devoted solely to it. The work




Emilie, Buchwald, et al., Transforming ARape Culture,Minneapolis: Milkweed Ed. (1993), 9.
29 "her-stories"
is a feminist deconstruction term challenging the word
"history."
It refers to how history is
always from the male perspective and about men, women are left out of history. Therefore
"her-story"
is
her history and her story.
25
The project was an exploration of the physical and emotional elements of being a
woman in our society. It is about process and processing an event. In my mind's eye I
saw large overbearing images of naked women making a stand against being treated





photographs ofwomen, which I then sewed to bed sheets. I hung the
work in a womb-like fashion creating a warm, yet threatening, space. As the scale
violated the viewer's space, the women confronted and challenged him/her.
On each woman I painted a single word. The words represent seven steps of
action and emotion a raped person may feel. The words were listen, smother, disrespect,
confusion, humiliation, anger, and stop. They were displayed in this order. For example,
the image titled Listen (figure 4), was one of the first photographs because you first
verbally say
"No!"
and want your aggressor to listen to you. I had the model pose with
her hand to her ear. She asks the viewer to listen. Her pose is intended for the viewer to





However, the message is also internal; the woman must listen to her own
inner voice and stand up for what she believes.
30
Rosemaire Tong, Feminist Thought:A Comprehensive Introduction, Boulder Westview Press (1989),
220-221. According to Rosemarie Tong, the "mirror
phase,"
created by Deconstructionist Jacques Lacan,
is when the child recognizes himself as a self. It is a very significant stage and instructs us that the child
must become two in order to become one. The self is always finding itself through reflections in the Other.
26
Smother, Disrespect, Confusion, Humiliation, andAnger also represent the
internal feelings a person may feel during and after being raped (figure 7). Stop is meant
for both the viewer and the subject (figure 8). The subject asks the viewer to stop the
rape, and stop the trauma afterwards. She asks everyone to stop treating one another so
terribly. The event is over and the subject becomes numb, but her anger and trauma is not
over, it is only the beginning. I used red paint to represent the blood and black stitches for
the emotional scars; both symbolize the pain that will never go away.
31
However, my first quarter work was critiqued as not being angry or strong
enough. The spectators wanted the work to be more aggressive and charged with
emotion, but I did not want the work to openly express anger. First quarter I thought
anger only pushes people away. Therefore, it is not effective to create work that
expresses anger for social change. Furthermore, feminist Anne Tucker pointed out that
because of the anger provoked by social and economic barriers imposed on women, their
talent is
crippled.32
My thoughts on anger have changed since I began working on the
topic of rape. I agree with Audre Lorde that anger is effective when translated into
action.33
31
the following quote from Sylvia Plath's Bell Jar influencedme with stitching. "My stocking seams were
straight, my black shoes cracked but polished, andmy red wool suit
flamboyant as my plans. Something
old; something new. . .but I wasn't getting married. There ought, I thought,
to be a ritual for being born
twice-patched, retreaded and approved for the road (Plath,
199)."
32





The discomfort one may feel from my thesis work is my expression of deeply
rooted anger towards rape and other oppressive gender situations. For both my thesis and
first quarter work, I wanted men to become aware of this issue. Men are the main reason
it exists. Doesn't itmake sense to address them?
Rape is on the increase, reported and unreported, and rape is not aggressive sexuality, it is
sexualized aggression. As Kalamu ya Salaam, a Black male writer points out "As long as male
domination exists, rape will exist. Only women revolting and men made conscious of their
responsibility to fight sexism can collectively stop
rape.34




on the issue of rape. Men are never schooled on how to avoid rape. Women are
counseled and taught how to protect themselves from early childhood. Women take
self-
defense classes and are instructed not to walk alone at night and to always carry mace.
Women are told not to drink too much or dress too revealingly.Women are told to lock
their doors behind them and to never be in a room alone with a man, not even a male
friend. "More than half of reported rapes are committed by someone the survivor
knows."35
If something does happen to a woman, the blame is placed on her, rather than
the attacker. This is not freedom. Is it not our (women's) inalienable right to be free?
These rules of behavior for women strengthen and buildmy anger. With all of these
instructions women are unconsciously taught never to trust a man. That alone, besides
rape, is an unhealthy way to live as a society.
28
For my first quarter's work, addressing men as part of the solution was not
evident or effective. I wanted the photographed women to be seen as subjects rather than
objects. I highlighted the problem of rape and tried to find possible solutions. However,
the problem was the only message viewed. This was frustrating. I wanted to be part of the
solution. I related to photographerAbigal Heyman when she said,
"
I have photographed
the problem and strengths of women. Some have suggested that I photograph the
solutions. I don't know the
solutions."36
1, too, was told to photograph the solutions and
not the problems. For me, a woman standing strong and facing her aggressor is part of the
solution, however the audience did not agree. Therefore, I thought I did not know the
solutions.
This struggle to find a solution to rape engaged me for over a year, and continues
everyday. I believe androgyny is one possible solution. I deeply believe that fixed gender
roles are the root from which gender specific violence (wife and girlfriend beatings) and
rape stem and flourish. So, if society erase these roles or neutralizes them we have a






Abigal Heyman, Growing Up Female: apersonalphoto-journal, New York: Holt, Rinehart, andWinston
(1974), 3.
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V. Thesis and Third quarter's work
My thesis photographs would not exist if it were not for the work I did in the third
quarter. Cynthia (figure 1) is just like my third quarter work. Scale, facial expressions,
and the interaction between the sexes was of utmost interest and importance. I was
interested in gender differences and what expressed these differences. Could a facial
expression be the key to understanding gender, or was it the interaction between men and
women through their facial expressions that revealed this information. Was gender
socially constructed? Through research I discovered gender is a social construct.
"
Just
spend a few minutes at Toys
'R'
Us, in a department store, flipping through any
magazine, watching TV, or Hollywood film. I was also convinced that people wear facial
masks with their expressions and have personas, which they create through social
interaction. Depending on whom someone is speaking to or looking at he or she have a
specific face, which goes along to fit the situation. I was also thinking about whether or
not you can trust someone just by looking at his or her face. How does someone really
feel aboutwhat is going on around him or her? For example, could a person look happy
when they are actually raving mad?
Therefore, I photographed several males and females. Through editing, I came to
using five male models and three female models. I photographed only their face: chin to
37
My research consisted of: shopping at Toys
'R'
Us and other stores at the mall; reading various literature,
feminist essays and theories, and all sorts ofmagazines; and especially watching TV and Hollywood films.
30
hair. Each face had a different facial expression, which I
directed.38




about my standing height and arm span. I sewed all of the prints to foam core
in order to support the images so they could hang freely from the ceiling. I had a total of
13 prints. Six prints were sewn back-to-back on the foam core, creating three of the ten
final pieces.
Since my main interest was heterosexual interaction, I installed the photographs
into the studio space so that the audience and the photographs could interact with each
other. The photographs were hung to float throughout the studio space so people could
walk around the images. Eight photos were of men's faces and five were of women's.
The three double-sided prints were ofmale faces. The faces were hung as the diagram
(figure 9) shows. The expressions I chose to illustrate were: "stupid", angry, stern, sad,
happy, emotionless, slyly happy, tired, bubbly, and averted eyes to express ignoring the
person in front of them. On one side of the studio hung the men's faces and on the other
38
In order to capture these facial expressions, I chose to photograph people I knew. I did this for both
second and third quarter projects. I definitely like photographing people I know rather than strangers. I can
find and photographically express a deeper emotional
connection with the person/model/subject who is
someone I know. Third quarter, many people critiqued the work negatively
because they knew the
photographic subject However, I contend the work was not about the subjects, it was about their faces. I
wanted to break their individual personas and use them as universal personas. Many artists have been
known to workwith their friends. For example, Chuck Close has been known to use his friends and family
as photo-subjects. John Perreault writes: "Although he may use his friends and family as photo-subjects out
of convenience and familiarity, Close's giant portraits and even the not-so-giant works take the form of
public address. The scale of individual works and the scale of his entire systematic undertaking indicate

























side the women's faces. The faces were looking across at the opposite sex, thus
representing heterosexual interactions.
The female faces hung behind my self-portrait representing my alter ego: How I
may really feel in certain situations, but cannot and do not express. For example, in one
of the photographs ofErika, she is looking away. Looking away is what I want to do;
however, I can't, because I must confront the viewer. This is why I have placedmy
self-
portrait (figure 5) front and dead center. My facial expression is blank. The viewer can
see how tired I am of the masks people wear and of the fake smiles. I look atmy audience
straight in the eye to denounce being an object of the gaze.
In our culture the face is supposedly the repository of our character or our personality. It is used to
represent us, and photographed constantly. Quite clearly how it is photographed and by whom is a
matter for some concern. Quite clearly also, it cannot possibly represent us, even though we are
taught that it can. We must learn to see beyond ourselves and the stereotypes offered, to
understand the invisible class and power relationships into which we are structured from
birth.39
A photograph of the face cannot represent us and an expression does not always reveal
what is on ourmind or the truth to a
situation.40
This is why I double-sided three of the
prints. I specifically choose to use three of the male models and two of their expressions.





The limits of physiognomy.
41
Lucy Lippard, From the Center:feminist essays on woman's art, New York: E. P. Dutton (1976), 88.
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Also, I do not know or understand what men are thinking. The women represent my alter
ego. The men's back -sides represents what the male may be truly feeling and the side
facing the women represents their social masks.
The multiple personas captured in the photographs create a power dynamic. Many
negative feelings can be created by a facial expression, such as inadequacy, stupidity,
ugliness, worthlessness, etc. The faces were set up across from each other to represent an
interaction. An angry female face was opposite a happy male face. A happy female face
was opposite a sad male face. An angry male face was across a female face that is
looking away. The arrangement was intended to reveal proactive female
interactionwomen confronting male power and expressing themselves as they feel and
not as they are told.
My desire for making large-scale images began as a child when my family visited
theArt Institute ofChicago. The large paintings, which overwhelmed your senses and
provided hours of visual enjoyment, influencedme greatly. Chuck Close was another
definite, but unconscious influence forme in the creation of third quarter and thesis work.
I remember the first time I saw Close's work. It was during my first visit to theMuseum
ofModern Art in New York City, in January 1998. At the time I did not know what I was
going to do with my future. Graduate School
was still just an idea I was thinking about.
When I walked into the gallery that held Close's huge, pieced together, color self-portrait





not turn and run, I stood there mesmerized at the scale and detail and intimacy of the
work. It was overwhelming. It was beautiful!
I wanted tomake beautiful large prints with perfect quality and sharpness. I also
wanted to control the viewer. I am a control freak. I know that I really have no control
over others, so I express this desire to control in my photographic work. I wanted the
viewer to be captivated. Lucy Lippard quotes Susana Torre on this issue "The image is an
incredibly powerful medium. It can express in synthesis levels of consciousness that are
not rationally apparent but can mesmerize
people."42
If no other ideas could be expressed
in this work, at least, I wanted viewer's to be mesmerized by it. I wanted them to be able
to place their ownmeaning to it. I wanted them to come away from the viewing having
had an experience, though not a fully comfortable one. I wanted the experience to
overwhelm them.
For both third quarter and the thesis, I use scale to give me a voice. I want the
work to be "in your
face."
I am sick of not being heard. In college I found myself in
conversations with men that always seemed to turn out to be one-sided. They would
speak and I would listen, there was never a chance to get a word in edgewise. Therefore, I
want my images to be my voice and be viewed and not ignored. Large scale also
contributes to abstraction that allows the subject to become gender-less. Scale delineates
androgyny. On further analysis the viewer moves beyond the subject of the photograph.
34
VI. Conclusion
The viewer's responses to my show were very positive. Many visitors commented
on the video section, because it surprised them. They liked the ideas behind the jack
'n'
the box. They enjoyed the aesthetic quality of the video. People found it disturbing, yet
therapeutic. Some commented on the length of the jack V the box, versus the length of
the other clips within the film. As soon as they would turn away from the TV they would
miss the shorter clips. Many people said that they came back after the opening reception
to view the entire video.
Viewers commented on my success in creating androgynous images. Most
viewers did not know that I only used three models. They did not recognize the same
model in each picture. They found the fragmentation and androgyny disturbing.
Androgynous characters made the viewer question their position in society. The
androgyny of the models in the photographs made the audience uncomfortable. Many of
the gallery visitors on the night of the opening wanted to come back to the gallery and
think about my work and statements further.
I was asked if all ofmy work has been cathartic. I had to think about it. In some
respect I thought it was, but then again I don't think it has been. My sickness with




overall health. The work has made me sick. However, maybe someday I will be healthier
for having released this anger through photographs, rather than keeping it bottled up. I
still desire to be absent from a rape culture, therefore I will continue to actively work on
possible solutions with
photography.43
To reiterate, my thesis project was an accumulation of ideas from earlier work.
My ideas were focused on one major possible solution to gender specific violence,
androgyny. I tried to address themale audience more than earlier work, as I believe men
need to become more active in stopping rape. I did this by using male models, something
they could relate to as subjects. But then I directed the subjects (figure 2: A-F) to become
objects by scale, framing, and fragmentation. In this way, the audience members (in
particularmale) may become aware of the injustice and violence that
objectification
creates, since men are the object and not the typical female.
I can only hope that the prints and video make people
question the roles they
assume in life. I also hope that the video and prints help arouse us from the emotional
laziness we have succumbed to from the influence ofHollywood and other media
monopolies. Ultimately, I want to express a sense of freedom through these androgynous
images. This way androgyny can be seen as an
acceptable and understandable solution.
43
Buchwald, vii. Feministwriter Emilie Buchwald calls our
culture a rape culture because the industries
(TV programs, Hollywood movies, magazines, and all other
mass media driven creations) that influence
our society supports, encourages, and




























Figure 6: Marilyn Bridges (top) and Emmet Gowin's work (bottom)
Figure 7: Anger (top), Smother (left bottom), Disrespect (right bottom)









SGP sewn to a twin bed sheet
Figure 9: Diagram ofThird QuarterWalk-Through installation
Figure 10: Chuck Close print
*A11 silver gelatin prints (SGP) were hand printed by Heather Dominick
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